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INTRODUCTION

For 115 years, AAA has represented the interests of the motoring public. Today more than ever, AAA New York State is
committed to improving the conditions of our infrastructure
and enhancing safety on our roads. Our efforts are far-reaching,
ranging from safety programs in local schools to advocacy in
the Capitol.
AAA bases its legislative positions on scientific research and
data-driven analysis. We also periodically poll drivers to gauge
their opinions on key transportation-related issues facing the
Legislature. This survey provides a snapshot of our members’
concerns and was used to create this inaugural report, which
guides AAA’s efforts in Albany.
In 2017, AAA New York State’s legislative priorities include
requiring all vehicle occupants to wear safety belts, updating
New York’s car seat law and removing loopholes in impaired
driving laws. This report includes survey data on these and
other topics relevant to today’s drivers.
We look forward to working with you to improve safety and
mobility in the Empire State.

ABOUT AAA

AAA is a not-for-profit, fully tax-paying federation of motor
clubs providing more than 57 million members in the United
States and Canada with automotive, travel, insurance and
financial-related services.
AAA New York State is an association of four AAA clubs in
the Empire State, collectively serving over 2.7 million members.
Those clubs are:
AAA New York State club headquarters:
AAA Northeast – Garden City, Nassau County
AAA Hudson Valley – Albany, Albany County
AAA Northway – Schenectady, Schenectady County
AAA Western & Central New York – Williamsville, Erie County
Neither AAA New York State nor its individual clubs endorse
or donate money to candidates for elected office.
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TRAFFIC SAFETY

At the core of AAA’s legislative efforts is the fundamental
belief that roadways ought to be safe for every driver, passenger, motorcyclist, bicyclist and pedestrian. Improving traffic
safety has never been more critical: crashes killed 35,092
Americans in 2015, a 7 percent increase over the prior year.
In New York, fatalities rose from 1,041 in 2014 to 1,121 in
2015 – an 8 percent increase.
New Yorkers consistently observe dangerous driving behaviors.
Our survey asked respondents to list their top three safety
concerns on the road. Distracted, aggressive and impaired
driving ranked among the chief issues.
Drivers that text, email or use apps while driving

69%

Aggressive drivers

55%

Drunk drivers

48%

Drivers that talk on a handheld or hands-free mobile
device while driving

30%

Drivers running red lights

22%

Drugged drivers

21%

Pedestrians and cyclists in the road

11%

Older drivers

11%

Unlicensed/suspended drivers

9%

Driving around commercial trucks

8%

Teen drivers

5%

Other

5%
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DISTRACTED DRIVING

In news articles, the words “distracted driving” are oftentimes
followed by the word “epidemic,” and with good reason.
Nationally, distraction-affected fatalities increased by nine
percent from 2014-15, outpacing the overall increase in fatalities. When New York drivers were asked to rank the most common distractions they observed, they focused on cell phones:

Texting, emailing or using apps while driving

85%

Talking on a cell phone while driving

64%

Using a car’s infotainment/entertainment system

29%

Reading while driving

18%

Eating and drinking while driving

17%

Hairbrushing, shaving or putting on makeup while driving

16%

Distractions outside the car

15%

Children in the car

14%

Talking with other passengers

10%

Pets in the car

7%

Other

2%

Unfortunately, many drivers who notice and condemn distracted
driving around them are guilty of the behavior themselves.
According to the AAA Traffic Safety Culture Index, 40 percent
of drivers admitted to reading a text message while driving,
at least once in the past 30 days, and 70 percent admitted
to talking on a phone behind the wheel. In New York, AAA
supports measures to lower these numbers, particularly:
Prohibit texting at red lights – New York law prohibits
drivers from using a cell phone or electronic device while
the vehicle is in motion. But a recent AAA Foundation study
revealed that drivers’ reaction times are slowed for up to 27
seconds after the distracting behavior ends. Accordingly, the
law should reflect the universal traffic safety message: keep
the phone down for the entire length of the trip.
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IMPAIRED DRIVING

Both drunk and drugged drivers rank among the top six
safety concerns of New York drivers. Preliminary data from the
DMV estimates that 1,538 people were killed or seriously
injured in impaired driving crashes on New York roads in
2016 – more than once every six hours. AAA supports measures to crack down on these dangerous offenses, including:
Close the drugged driving loophole – Currently, drivers
can only be charged with impaired driving if they have consumed a drug that is listed in the Public Health Law. But
chemists who create illicit drugs adapt more quickly than the
law can evolve. As a result, drivers who take certain varieties
of bath salts and synthetic marijuana, for example, cannot be
appropriately charged. AAA supports removing this loophole.
Increase hit-and-run penalties – Impaired driving penalties are currently harsher than hit-and-run penalties, perversely
encouraging drunk drivers to flee the scene after a crash and
turn themselves in later to face lesser charges – if they turn
themselves in at all. AAA supports increasing the penalties
for fleeing the scene of a crash resulting in serious injury or
death to match the penalties for impaired driving offenses.
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OCCUPANT PROTECTION

AAA’s top priorities this year focus on occupant protection:
requiring all vehicle occupants to be properly restrained and
updating the car seat law. New Yorkers demonstrate strong
support for both measures.
Require seat belts for adult rear-seat passengers –
Seat belts are one of the most remarkable public health interventions of the late 20th century. In 1984, New York passed the
nation’s first seat belt law. Since then, seat belts have saved
the lives of more than 330,000 Americans.
Once a leader in occupant protection, New York State has
fallen behind. Twenty-eight states and the District of Columbia
require that all back-seat passengers buckle up; in New York
only children under 16 must do so.
In May 2016, AAA New York State released a report on the
importance of tightening the seat belt law. Between 1995 and
2014, 886 unbelted rear seat occupants age 16 and over were
killed in crashes on New York roadways. Young adults were
especially vulnerable: rear seat occupants ages 16-24 had by
far the lowest rate of belt usage and accounted for more than
half the fatalities.
In total, since New York’s seat belt law went into effect, over
1,500 unbelted rear seat occupants age 16 and over were
killed in crashes – approximately 50 per year.
New York drivers overwhelmingly support extending the seat
belt law requirement to adults in the back seat.
Strongly support

44%

Somewhat support

25%

Neutral or no opinion

16%

Somewhat oppose

9%

Strongly oppose

7%

AAA New York State will continue to advocate for a seat belt
law that includes adult rear seat passengers.
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Update the Car Seat Law – New York’s car seat law also
needs updating. Car seats are an effective way to reduce
the risk of injury for young children, who are especially vulnerable in a crash. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) estimates that among children age 4
and younger, 1,329 lives were saved by proper restraint use
between 2011 and 2015.
Too many children are still being injured on New York roads.
Between 2011 and 2015, over 2,200 children children under
two years old were injured in crashes – equivalent to more
than one injury per day. Over a third of children between 12
and 23 months who were killed or seriously injured were not
in any sort of child restraint system.
The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) recommends that
infants and toddlers ride in a rear-facing car seat until they are
two years of age or until they reach the highest weight and
height allowed by the manufacturer. New York law requires
children under four years old to be restrained in a car seat (or
a booster seat if the child is over 40 pounds) but does not
specify whether the seat should be rear- or forward-facing.
Accordingly, AAA supports revising New York’s car seat law
to match the AAP’s standard and to enhance the safety of
the youngest motor vehicle occupants.
New York drivers support this change.
Strongly support

40%

Somewhat support

23%

Neutral or no opinion

25%

Somewhat oppose

9%

Strongly oppose

4%

AAA will advocate for a bill requiring back-seat passengers
under two years old to be restrained in a rear-facing car seat
until they exceed the weight or height limit of the car seat
as set by the manufacturer.
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STEER IT, CLEAR IT

In more than 40 states, drivers involved in a minor, non-injury
collision are required to move their vehicles out of traffic lanes.
While New York does not have such a “Steer It, Clear It” law,
drivers would support it:
Strongly support

48%

Somewhat support

31%

Neutral or no opinion

14%

Somewhat oppose

4%

Strongly oppose

3%

Leaving a vehicle in the roadway contributes to traffic: nationally, approximately 25 percent of congestion can be traced to
traffic incidents, over two-thirds of which are minor incidents
with no injuries. More important, such an action poses a safety
risk to emergency responders and other motorists: for each minute a vehicle is in the roadway, the chances of a second crash
increase by nearly three percent.

Credit: AAA Foundation

AAA supports enactment of a “Steer It, Clear It” law in New
York to keep drivers and first responders safe.
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AUTOMATED ENFORCEMENT

Seven communities throughout New York operate red-light
cameras: Nassau and Suffolk Counties and the cities of Albany,
Mount Vernon, New Rochelle, New York and Yonkers. (Rochester recently ended its program and White Plains is in the
planning stages.) New York City also operates speed cameras in school zones and bus lane cameras.
Drivers have mixed views on automated enforcement measures. The following chart lists the percentage of drivers that
support using cameras to enforce particular violations:
Passing a stopped school bus

58%

Running a red light

56%

Speeding in a school zone

40%

Speeding in a work zone

35%

Turning right on red without making a complete stop

21%

Speeding on any road

19%

Automated enforcement cameras have the potential to prevent
deadly crashes, but their success varies significantly across
jurisdictions, and they are susceptible to misuse and abuse.
Accordingly, AAA supports red light and school zone speed
cameras, provided the programs operate fairly, the number
of collisions and injuries declines as a result, and a thorough
evaluation is regularly conducted and disclosed to the public.

Credit: Federal Highway Administration

Allow stop arm cameras on school buses - In 2017, AAA
will advocate for school bus stop arm cameras to discourage
dangerous illegal passes that occur thousands of times daily.
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INFRASTRUCTURE

AAA is also intensely concerned with the quality of New York’s
roads and bridges. The citizens of this state deserve infrastructure in good repair that promotes economic growth.
Drivers are also concerned about the quality of their roads,
with most rating their nearby streets as “fair” or “poor.”
Excellent

5%

Good

23%

Fair

39%

Poor

18%

Very Poor

9%

Most drivers also say their commutes have remained the
same over the past year.
My commute has gotten better

15%

My commute has not changed

53%

My commute has gotten worse

27%

AAA supports continued investment in DOT’s Capital Plan and
in local road systems, both for state-of-good-repair projects
and for major reconstruction or expansion.
Pothole Repair – Many cities in New York allow drivers
to report potholes online, but New York State still requires
citizens to call 1-800-POTHOLE (768-4653) or mail a letter.
Both AAA and drivers support the creation of a website that
would allow electronic reporting of potholes on New York
state roads:
Do you support a website for online pothole reporting:
Yes

84%

No

6%
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Tolling – New York is rapidly moving toward cashless tolling throughout the state. The MTA has committed to allelectronic tolling on all its bridges by the end of 2017, and
the Tappan Zee Bridge hasn’t had a cash transaction since
April 2016.
AAA and drivers generally approve of this trend:
Strongly support

33%

Somewhat support

25%

Neutral or no opinion

20%

Somewhat oppose

11%

Strongly oppose

10%

AUTONOMOUS VEHICLES

New York drivers generally do not support allowing autonomous vehicles to operate on New York roads.
Strongly support

12%

Somewhat support

19%

Neutral or no opinion

22%

Somewhat oppose

18%

Strongly oppose

29%

AAA believes autonomous vehicles present immense opportunity for safety improvements, but are not yet ready to be unleashed without oversight. Accordingly, AAA supports legislation authorizing pilot programs for autonomous vehicles
under a clear regulatory framework requiring, for example, a
human driver behind the wheel, who is ready to take over
at all times.

The results of the poll are based on an online survey of a random sample
of approximately 800 New York motorists, both AAA members and nonmembers. Surveys were conducted between December 9, 2016 and January 5, 2017.

Learn more: AAA.com/SurveyResults
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